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The sermon for this morning consists of a single question, a question that I plead with you to answer honestly.  What do you believe?  That is the question.  What do you believe?  What do you believe?  What do you believe?
Please understand that I am not inquiring about what you think you ought to believe, about what your parents taught you to believe or said that you should believe, or what your house of worship declares that you must believe.  My question is personal and confessional in nature and intensely individual in focus. What do you believe?
I am not asking you about the propositions of a creed that someone else has written for you to recite in worship.  The thrust of my inquiry far transcends knowledge of what church you attend or what religious tradition you claim.  My interest is not in what you say that you believe when engaged in a public discussion about beliefs or how you describe what you believe when a family member probes you about your beliefs.  My question is “What do you believe when you get in touch with your beliefs in the silent solitude of your soul, when you do not have to share the answer to this question aloud with anyone else, when life seems to be crashing in on you and you desperately are reaching for something to hold on to as a source of stability or security.”  I am asking you what you believe when you are angry at God, when you have been hurt by a church, when you are upset with a particular minister or when you are feeling on top of the world spiritually and confident that your approach to faith is what is needed by everyone else in the world.  When you criticize or condemn another person’s comments on or practice of religion or feel or express disdain at someone else’s lack of appreciation for religion, what is the affirmation in your life that stands in sharp contrast to that negativism that you feel regarding religion in another person’s life?  What do you believe?
In the interest of complete candor, let me state the obvious.  You do not have to answer this question aloud to me or to anyone else unless you choose to do so.  As one of your pastors, I can assure you that I would value an opportunity to hear each of you voice your individual credo, but, of course, that is not necessary unless you think it important.  The only person who absolutely needs to know the specifics of your honest answer to the question of what you believe is yourself.  You, though, need to know the answer to that question.
To a staggering extent, your beliefs, acknowledged or left unexamined, will determine the priorities and the path of the living of your days—how you see yourself, what you designate as important, whether or not you value education, how you make and spend your money, whether or not you respect people who are different from you, how you use your time, how you make and treat friends, how you view government, how you understand God, how you feel about taking care of people who do not take care of themselves, what you recognize as authority, and what you consider essential as distinguished from what you consider peripheral, what is worthy of your attention and what you would just as soon ignore.  Your beliefs will shape your priorities, determine your actions, affect every one of your relationships, and even influence the level of your personal maturity.  Surely, you see the importance of answering the question, “What do you believe?”
 “Beliefs do not seem all that important in every person’s life,” you observe before asking, “What about people who do not live by their beliefs?”  The questions are good ones to which, across the years, I have devoted more than a little attention. Honestly, my mind has changed about the dynamics of such a situation.  
A bifurcated life is not a pretty picture; it looks like hypocrisy from the outside, it feels like hell from the inside.  In reality, the situation is far more about people being honest about what they truly believe than appearing to believe one way and to live another way.  Let me speak personally.  At times I have thought my actions to be in a battle-royal with my beliefs.  However, after a closer look at what was going on within me, I have been forced to acknowledge that I simply was not being honest with myself about my basic beliefs.  In other words, regardless of what I said publicly or even convinced myself of privately about the lofty virtue of my beliefs, the fact is that I really believed that pleasing other people was more important than being true to my fundamental convictions, that seeking to be liked by everybody and accepted into particular groups were more important than staying faithful to priorities that I would have argued were integral to my beliefs.  Right now, seldom a day goes by that I do not wrestle with one belief or another informed by the teachings of the Bible or inspired by the life of Jesus knowing that faithfulness to that belief will be labeled by some other people as politically partisan, ideologically liberal, financially irresponsible, constitutionally fundamentalist, religiously heretical, or socially controversial.  Every such moment is critical because it is in that moment that, if I am honest with myself, I find out what I really believe—what is most important to me—whether it is affirmation from other people or the avoidance of criticism or the personal and spiritual satisfaction of being true to my religious convictions regardless of the consequences. My behavior reveals my beliefs.
Perhaps it would be helpful for me to attempt a clarification of the meaning, the nature, of belief.  For example, a belief is not a doctrine or a doctrine’s next of kin—a theological assertion. A belief is not an aspiration related to the future.  A belief does not even have to relate to religion. According to Karen Armstrong, the Latin word credo literally means “I give my heart.”  Similarly Bill Coffin translates the word, “I have given my heart to.”  A belief is a commitment.  A belief is that on which you stake your life. The old Middle English word beleven meant “to love.”  A belief is that which is most precious to you, that on which you will build your life, that for which you would give your life.
One of the early church fathers named Anselm liked to say “Credo ut intellegam,” a phrase usually translated “I believe in order that I may understand.”  From this perspective, a belief is the lens through which you view the universe, make decisions, and give direction as well as understanding to your life.  Cantwell Smith, a contemporary religious thinker, has suggested that Anselm’s phrase is better translated, “I commit myself in order that I may understand.” Certainly this phrase lifts belief out of the realm of theory, speculation, and sheer perspective and captures the life-and-death substance of belief, the power and influence that real belief exerts upon our lives, and the urgency of belief.
Not only is belief important personally, belief is importantly globally.  Our world is being torn apart by beliefs—some sincere and firm beliefs (though neither sincerity nor firmness makes a belief credible), some unexamined beliefs (convictions held by people because someone whom they consider an authority told them that they should embrace and act upon these convictions), and some beliefs wielded as a weapon (affirmations considered to be absolute truths so essential to life that they must be forced upon others if not freely accepted by others).  
Look, the behavior of devotees of extremist Islam reflects the beliefs of extremist Islam; that is why violence as a method or death as a result of their actions is not a threat to these extremists.  The towers of the World Trade Center were destroyed by “true believers.”  Religious promises and convictions drove their actions.  You can disagree with the sanity of that assessment, to be sure, but to ignore its reality is to face a dangerous contemporary challenge with a level of understanding insufficient for finding meaningful solutions to it.  A similar level of intensity and resolve can be found among fundamentalist Christians seeking to save the world.  It is a matter of belief—we possess truth absolutely; we have the answer to all of the world’s problems and if people will not listen to us voluntarily, we will impose our truth upon them even at the expense of liberty; we will be doing everybody a favor.  I know these people; I once was one of them.  I know their mindset.  At stake is a belief which to give up would be to give up life itself.  Our world is being torn apart by beliefs.  If it is to be kept together or put back together, that, too, will be the labor of believers.  But each person will have to know her beliefs and all will have to discover how these beliefs can interact within a community characterized by peace.
 
What do you believe?  What or whom is the focus of your love?  To what are you committed?  What do you believe?  Historically, the people who have exerted the greatest influence on society and made the most difference in our lives personally are individuals who cannot be understood apart from their respective beliefs—Albert Schweitzer, Mother Teresa, Desmond Tutu, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King, Jr. and, and, Adolph Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Osama bin Laden.  What are the beliefs that help explain your life?
What do you believe?  Is your life important?  Does your behavior matter?  Do you need anybody else?  Can the values of your faith save the world?  Do the teachings of the Bible have an authority that over-rides perceived political necessities and threats of international conflict?  Are you responsible for the welfare of your neighbor?  Answer these questions honestly and you will begin to get in touch with your beliefs.
I am of the opinion that, at least within Christianity, we have a real belief problem.  We are trying to address complex adult issues with beliefs in people’s lives that have not changed since their childhoods.  We are trying to do church with people more interested in venting their individual opinions than in grappling with divine revelation.  We are trying to do politics with a fascination with power, economics, and security that is uninformed by the priorities of the gospel.  It is one thing to approach God with the wonder of a five-year-old child, but it is quite another thing to bring an elementary understanding of God to bear on the most crucial issues of our lives.  
A major dimension of this belief-problem stems from the fact that many people hold only second-hand beliefs—beliefs that have been passed along to them by parents, Sunday School teachers, pastors, television orators, or friends, beliefs that have not been examined, questioned, doubted, and embraced by the people themselves.  Only our own beliefs, never someone else’s beliefs, will sustain us in times of difficulty.
Do you hold a belief that would cause you to support going to war with another nation?  Do any of your beliefs justify killing another person or justify another person killing you or a member of your family?  What do you believe about God? Do you love God or fear God? What is your belief about creation?  Which, if any, of your religious beliefs determine your politics or what belief about political loyalty do you hold that trumps adherence to your convictions rooted in spirituality? Do you feel a responsibility to believe in the name of religion what you would never believe in any other realm of life? Do you hold a belief that informs the way you treat your body physically, express your love sexually, examine truth mentally, and support the care-of-the-earth responsibly?  Do you believe that some expectations, legal or moral, to which others must pay attention, do not apply to you?  What do you believe?
Over the next few weeks, I want to unpack for you some of my beliefs as a means of encouraging you to examine carefully or to get in touch with fully your own beliefs.  I have no more desire to do your believing for you than to do your thinking for you.  Let me be very honest with you, I see these sermons as crucial.  I want to hold up truths with which you can grapple.  I want you to know what you believe because I am absolutely convinced that a day will come when you will have to make a decision affecting the future of your life, maybe in a spontaneous, thus unexpected and time-abbreviated situation, when you will need to know what you believe.
My mind races back to the text of Robert Bolt’s magnificent stage play about the British religious leader Sir Thomas More—described by Bolt as “a man for all seasons.”  As you may remember, fidelity to one of his beliefs placed More at odds with the King of England and caused him to be locked up in the Tower of London sentenced to death.  In a very moving scene in the Tower, Bolt depicts More in a conversation with his troubled daughter to whom he is trying to explain the tenacity with which he has held to his belief amid adversity.  More tells Meg that the situation is like a
man “holding his own self in his own hands. . . . If he opens his fingers then,” More explains, “He needn’t hope to find himself again.”
            I long for us to know that belief or those beliefs in fidelity to which we would go to our deaths, that belief or those beliefs which for us to give up would be to lose ourselves.
            In one of his novels, John Updike tells the sad tale of the director of a poor house who has succeeded in destroying the faith of many of the residents entrusted to his care.  Advancing his own ideology like a storm-trooper, this man has left the residents of this home in a wasteland of shattered beliefs and nothing to which they can cling for security.  One ninety-four year old man, however, would not go along.  Finally, breaking a non-resistant silence, this elderly gentleman spoke.  “When you get to be my age . . . you shall know this: there is no goodness without belief.  There is nothing buy busyness.  And if you have not believed, at the end of your life you shall know you have buried your talent in the ground of this world and have nothing saved to take into the next.”
            There is a better way to live!
            One of the members of my spiritual family to whom I am the closest is that father in the scripture reading for today who cries out in the presence of Jesus, “I believe; help my unbelief.”  
I ask you that question out of compassion, “What do you believe?”  And, I promise to walk with you whatever your answer until at some point, alone or together, each of us can speak openly, honestly, and confidently of that to which we have given our heart, our commitment, and our love.  Amen.
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, we ask this morning for the gift of discernment in order that we may be able to tell the difference between compassion and manipulation, 
politics and religion, grace and apathy, rhetoric and reality, love and lust, pride and egoism, worship and performance, confession and proselytism, patriotism and idolatry, retreat and escape, conviction and opinion, hope and optimism, faith and fantasy lest we spend our lives mistaking the good for the best, bravado for intellect, acquaintances for friends, arrogance for belief, and self-image for divine will and thus lose our way while thinking all the while that we are squarely on the way to the meaning, fulfillment, and abundant joy that you intend for us.  O God, we ask this morning for the gift of discernment.  Amen.
 


